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Summary 

The United States, the third most populous country globally, accounts for about 4.6% of the 
world’s population. Within the next few years, the U.S. population — currently estimated at 299 
million persons — is expected to reach twice its 1950 level of 152 million. More than just being 
double in size, the population has become qualitatively different from what it was in 1950. As 
noted by the Population Reference Bureau, “The U.S. is getting bigger, older, and more diverse.” 
The objective of this report is to highlight some of the demographic changes that have already 
occurred since 1950 and to illustrate how these and future trends will reshape the nation in the 
decades to come (through 2050). 

The United States Is Getting Bigger. This report considers population change and the underlying 
factors that contribute to population growth in the United States. These include increasing 
survival due to declining mortality rates (especially for the three most prevalent causes of death), 
fertility levels that are hovering around the generational “replacement” level, and trends in net 
international migration wherein more migrants move into the United States than Americans who 
leave. 

The United States Is Getting Older Aside from the total size, one of the most important 
demographic characteristics of a population for public policy is its age and sex structure. This 
report illustrates how the United States has been in the midst of a profound demographic change: 
the rapid aging of its population, as reflected by an increasing proportion of persons aged 65 and 
older, and an increasing median age in the population. 

The United States Is Becoming More Racially and Ethnically Diverse, reflecting the major 
influence that immigration has had on both the size and the age structure of the U.S. population. 
This section considers the changing profile of the five major racial groups in the United States. In 
addition, trends in the changing ethnic composition of the Hispanic or Latino Origin population 
are discussed. 

Although this report will not specifically discuss policy options to address the changing 
demographic profile, it is important to recognize that the inexorable demographic momentum will 
have important implications for the economic and social forces that will shape future societal 
well-being. There is ample reason to believe that the United States will be able to cope with the 
current and projected demographic changes if policymakers accelerate efforts to address and 
adapt to the changing population profile as it relates to a number of essential domains, such as 
work, retirement, and pensions, private wealth and income security, and the health and well-being 
of the aging population. These topics are discussed briefly in the final section of this report. This 
report will be updated as needed. 
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T he United States, the third-largest population globally, accounts for about 4.6% of the 

world’s population. The U.S. population — currently estimated at 298.6 million persons 1 — 
is projected to reach twice its 1950 level of 152 million in year 2008. 2 More than just 
being double in size, the U.S. population has become qualitatively different from what it was in 
1950. As noted by the Population Reference Bureau, “The U.S. is getting bigger, older, and more 
diverse.” 3 The objective of this report is to highlight some of the demographic changes that have 
already occurred since 1950 and to illustrate how these and future trends will reshape the nation 
in the decades to come. 4 



While this report will not discuss policy options, it is important to recognize that the inexorable 
demographic momentum will produce an increasingly older population in the United States There 
is ample reason to believe that the United States will be able to cope with the current and 
projected changes if policymakers address and adapt to the changing demographic profile as it 
relates to a number of essential domains such as work, retirement, and pensions, private wealth 
and income security, transfer systems, and the health and well-being of the aging population. 5 
These topics are discussed briefly in the final section of this report. 



Population Size and Growth — The United States Is Getting Bigger 

The U.S. population has experienced remarkable growth over the past half-century. From a base 
of about 152 million Americans in 1950, an additional 131 million persons were added to the 
population between 1950 and 2000 (the year of the most recent census), with the number of 
additional women slightly outnumbering additional men (see Figure 1). This increase (of about 
85%) in the size of the U.S. population was remarkable compared with other industrialized 
countries. Germany and Italy, for instance, grew by only 20% and 22% respectively during the 
same period. 6 And, a number of countries, most notably in Eastern Europe, have recently 
experienced absolute reductions in the size of their populations. 



1 U.S. Census Bureau, POPclock, at http://www.census.gov/main/www/popclock.html, accessed Apr. 28, 2006. This 
corresponds to the net gain of one person every 1 1 seconds (calculated as one birth every 8 seconds; one death every 13 
seconds; and one international (net) migrant every 31 seconds). 

2 Congressional Research Service (CRS) calculations using data extracted from U.S. Census Bureau, International Data 
Base (IDB), at http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbnew.html. 

3 P. Scommegna, U.S. growing bigger, older, and more diverse. Population Reference Bureau, Apr. 2004, at 
http://www.prb.org/. 

4 Through year 2050 is considered in this report. 

5 National Research Council, 2001, Preparing for an Aging World: The Case for Cross-National Research, Panel on a 
Research Agenda and New Data for an Aging World, Committee on Population and Committee on National Statistics, 
Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, Wash., DC: National Academy Press. (Hereafter cited as 
National Research Council, Preparing for an Aging World, 2001). 

6 CRS calculations based on data in United Nations, World Population Prospects: the 2004 Revision, Highlights, 
United Nations: New York, 2005: ST/ESA/P/WP.193, available at http://www.un.org/esa/pop. (Hereafter cited as 
United Nations, World Population Prospects: the 2004 Revision). 
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